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ABSTRACT
The present study explored attributes of work interruptions (duration, domain, and
urgency) and their impact on appraisals of threat and changes in perceived energy. Participants
(N = 290 Amazon Mechanical Turk workers) read and responded to a series of interruption
vignettes, appraising each scenario as a threat to personal resources, and evaluating an
anticipated impact on their personal energy. Results from a repeated measures ANOVA
indicated main effects of each interruption attribute and interactions on appraisals of threat and
changes to personal energy. Interruptions characterized by high urgency or long duration were
more likely to deplete personal energy, whereas low urgency, short duration, or social
interruptions resulted in no changes in personal energy. These findings indicate that some
interruption events in the workplace are more threatening than others, however not all
interruptions are negative. Study findings indicate that some interruption events are neutral
experiences, and some may be potentially energizing.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Past research has generally treated all types of work interruptions similarly by looking at
the negative outcomes of interruptions and not straying far from productivity and employee wellbeing as key outcomes (Brixey et al., 2007; Jett & George, 2003; Puranik, Koopman, & Vough,
2020). Findings have shown that work interruptions in general draw the interrupted employee’s
attention away from their current work and have even been shown to induce a stress response
(Baethge & Rigotti, 2013; Baethge, Rigotti, & Roe, 2015; Stocker et al., 2019). Research has
found that increases in work interruptions lead to increased irritation and forgetting of intentions,
as well as decreases in satisfaction with one’s own performance on their task (Baethge & Rigotti,
2013; Pachler et al., 2018). Keller, Meier, Elfering, and Semmer (2019) found longitudinal
relationships between increased frequency of interruptions and decreased job satisfaction and
employee well-being. They also found that over time, more interruptions to workflow predicted
an increase in psychosomatic complaints such as headaches or neck pain. Further, interruptions
to workflow are positively related to emotional exhaustion, a component of burnout (Pachler et
al., 2018).
However, interruptions vary widely in terms of their context, characteristics, and
attributes. It may be true that many interruptions negatively affect workers by triggering a stress
response or hindering progress on a primary work task. Some interruptions to workflow may
have positive effects, such as when a friendly coworker drops by to ask you about your weekend,
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and this provides you a much-needed temporary social break from an intense project. This type
of encounter is likely to trigger positive emotions and potentially lead to you feeling rejuvenated
and re-energized to eventually return to your primary task. Although not commonly the focus in
research about interruptions, such positive scenarios are realistic and illustrate a need to explore
whether interruption attributes (e.g., the nature of the interruption, the time it takes to address the
new task, or how important the interruption is) influence the ways in which the recipient
appraises the interruption.
In the present study, I examined how employees perceive and appraise the impact of
various types of interruptions on their personal and work-related resources (e.g., resource threat
and resource replenishment). Additionally, it is important to explore person-level and
environmental factors that may account for some of the differences in the way in which an
interruption is perceived. Therefore, the goal of this manuscript is to better contextualize stress
reactions and perceptions of work interruptions by exploring the influence of task, employee and
organizational attributes. Using a vignette design, the present study explored key attributes of
interruptions, as well as how controlling for organizational climate factors and individual
differences may help explain differences in how interruptions are appraised and experienced by
workers.

Defining Workplace Interruptions
A recent review identified discrepancies in definitions of interruptions at work in the
literature, primarily divided by field of study (e.g., cognitive versus organizational psychology)
and defining characteristics. For example, Puranik et al. (2020) noted that some researchers have
distinctly identified interruptions as being characterized by unexpectedness, where other
2

researchers have also included expected events under the same name. Thus, the definition of
“work interruptions” in this study must be framed explicitly. Any activity that impedes a state of
productivity (i.e., a state of “flow” or being immersed in one’s work) and disrupts the continuity
of a work activity can be defined as an interruption (Brixey et al., 2007; Jett & George, 2003;
Puranik et al., 2020).
Following the existing literature on stress and work-interruptions, only external (as
opposed to internal interruptions, such as a distracting thought), social interruptions where an
employee is interrupted by a co-worker or supervisor without warning were the focus for this
study.

Interruption Attributes
Although studies have explored the nature of interruptions from a cognitive perspective
(Couffe & Michael, 2017; Eyrolle & Cellier, 2000), Jett and George (2003) were, arguably, the
first to contextualize interruptions by defining them in an applied setting. They noted, “Studying
… interruptions and their consequences in different contexts may also guide organizational
scholars in conducting research on multitasking and how people simultaneously manage a
variety of work-related and personal responsibilities and concerns” (p. 505). However, in the
nearly two decades since Jett and George (2003), little research has addressed this specific call to
more fully consider the context in which interruptions are experienced. Baethge and Rigotti
(2013) discovered interruption characteristics such as mental demands and time pressure were
related to negative emotional outcomes in nursing work. Difficult and time-sensitive
interruptions resulted in higher self-reported stress. The need for more contextual research is
further underscored in a recent review of the interruption literature, in which Puranik et al.
3

(2020) highlight the importance of understanding the attributes and characteristics of the
interruption task (e.g. urgency) and their impacts on employee outcomes in future research on
interruptions.
To fill this research gap, I identified three key interruption attributes that may impact
employee outcomes, which were manipulated in the study vignettes. First, I studied the impact of
the duration of the interruption. As established by Keller et al. (2019), increased frequency in
interruptions over time results in detrimental employee well-being outcomes such as increases in
psychosomatic complaints (e.g., back pain or sleep problems). However, the length of the
interruption from beginning to end has yet to be considered an independent variable in the
interruption literature, even though the temporal demands of interruptions vary depending on the
situational attributes. Some interruptions may take mere moments (causing less disruption),
while others may set the primary task back by an hour or more. As such, I manipulated the
duration of each of our vignettes to represent either a short (15 minutes) or long (one hour)
interruption.
Next, I focused on the interruption domain. Interruptions were categorized as “work” or
“social” in nature. Studies exploring interruptions to workflow have generally categorized
interruptions as only work-related events (e.g., a manager interrupting a nurse to delegate an
additional task). It is crucial to explore whether the domain of an interruption can dictate
negative or positive outcomes of interruptions. As will be described in more detail in the sections
that follow, it may be that social interruptions, where co-workers engage with one another
regarding non-work related topics, do not require additional work demands or may provide an
employee an opportunity a much needed break from their primary task. Thus, interruptions in the
present study were manipulated to reflect either a work or social domain.
4

Finally, I also manipulated the perceived urgency of the interruption. A coworker may
interrupt an employee with a critically important and time sensitive request (high urgency) or one
that lacks immediacy (low urgency), such as asking about the employee’s weekend plans, or a
request that can generally be completed whenever is convenient for the worker. Further, a
coworker may interrupt an employee with a personal emergency or an immediate work-request.
As mentioned previously, variability in high and low-urgency interruptions is realistic in applied
settings and needs to be explored to holistically understand the impacts of different interruption
attributes (Puranik et al., 2020).

Interruption Attributes and Stressor Appraisals
The transactional theory of stress is particularly helpful in explaining why the academic
research on work interruptions has predominantly framed them as negative events. Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) established a model that explains stress responses as a result of two essential
mechanisms: cognitive appraisal and coping. When faced with a potentially threatening stimulus,
people will evaluate the impact the stimulus could potentially have on their well-being and their
stakes in the outcome (a process known as primary appraisal). A secondary appraisal process
occurs where they assess and mobilize their personal resources and ability to manage or cope
with the stressor. The appraisal itself, or the “transaction” between stakes and coping resources,
is ultimately the primary predictor of any emotional reactions as well as the behaviors used to
cope with the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). This process can result in a variety of
appraisal outcomes such as a benefit or threat to one’s self or resources (Lazarus & Folkman,
1987).
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The transactional model of stress lends itself quite nicely to the potential impacts of
different types of interruptions at work. For example, an employee may become frustrated
because they do not have enough time in their workday to complete their tasks and address an
unplanned interruption. The emotional response is a result of the appraisal of the interruption (in
the case of this study a threat to the temporal resources the employee has) and their ability to
cope with the event (lack of control over time management). Applying appraisal-based theories,
researchers have found that the appraisal mechanism does in fact mediate the relationship
between interruptions and psychological distress, providing support for continuing to empirically
study work interruptions under the lens of appraisals (Ma, Kerulis, Wang, & Sachdev, 2019).
Therefore, I focused on stressor appraisals as a key outcome affected by interruptions, which can
have further impacts on worker well-being. For the purpose of this study, I operationalized
appraisals as the extent to which interruptions are viewed as a threat.
I explored the potential impact that an interruption’s attributes (duration, domain, and
urgency) may have on employee threat appraisals. First, I expect that an employee will likely
need more resources to cope with a longer interruption task (e.g., one that takes an hour of their
time) and less resources to cope with a shorter task (e.g., a fifteen-minute interruption). Even if
the tasks are comparable, longer interruptions will require an employee to utilize or reallocate
more resources to cope with the interruption that takes longer to address, and thus my first
hypothesis is:
Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Threat appraisals of an interruption to workflow will vary by
interruption duration (short vs. long) such that long interruptions are more likely to be
appraised as a threat than short interruptions.
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The domain of the interruption will also likely impact appraisals of threat. It may be that
employees have more stakes in work related interruptions, thus inflating the potential threat to
their personal resources. Additionally, social interruptions may draw upon different resources
than those needed to cope with primary work tasks, and social interruptions are less likely to be
appraised as a threat. For both situations, the domain of the interruption is likely to result in
different stakes in the situation and the resources needed to cope with the event. As such, my
second hypothesis is:
H1b. Threat appraisals of an interruption to workflow will vary by interruption domain
(work vs. social) such that work-related interruptions are more likely to be appraised as
a threat than social interruptions.
Lastly, I explored the impact of urgency on threat appraisals. It seems logical that an
urgent interruption will likely require more resources to combat the demand of the interruption
and result in a threat stressor appraisal. Coping resources need to be mobilized more quickly to
address an urgent interruption, and they are likely to drain more resources that non-urgent events
that can be addressed at one’s discretion and convenience. Thus, I hypothesize:
H1c. Threat appraisals of an interruption to workflow will vary by interruption urgency
(low vs. high) such that urgent interruptions are more likely to be appraised as a threat
than low urgency interruptions.
An interruption will always be a combination of these attributional variables (duration,
domain, and urgency), therefore, there may also be a potential for interaction effects. For
example, a co-worker may interrupt an employee with a low urgency, work-related task that may
take a long time to complete. Will this unique combination of contextual variables influence the
ultimate stressor appraisal outcomes of the interruption? What if one of those characteristics
7

were to be reversed? Therefore, it may be that interactions between the three variables will reveal
further contextual insight into what influences interruption outcomes.
H1d. Threat appraisals of an interruption to workflow will vary due to an interaction
between the domain, duration, and urgency of an interruption to workflow.

Interruption Attributes and Personal Energy
I focused on perceived energy as a second outcome of interest. In recent years, energy
has been established as an important resource that can be depleted by stressors or increased to
combat stressors (Britt, McKibben, McFadden, & Kelley, 2013; Shirom, 2009). In fact, energy
has been demonstrated to be such a valuable enough resource that inadequate levels can result in
employee burnout (Shirom, 2009). On the other hand, Butt, Abid, Arya, and Farooqi (2020)
found a positive relationship between energy and overall employee well-being. Some
interruptions (e.g., work related, urgent) are likely to impose additional demands upon
employees that require energy to address, whereas some attributes (e.g., social, short) may be
energy restoring.
Applying the conservation of resources (COR) model (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001),
interruptions may demand the interrupted employee’s energetic resources that were initially
devoted to their primary task. The basis of the COR model states that people are naturally
inclined to utilize, work to retain, and value the resources they accrue (Hobfoll, 1989). A stress
response to an interruption may occur when an individual perceives these highly valuable
resources to be threatened, lost, or if there is not a feasible way to regain resources after
expending them. Additionally, a negative stress response is more likely to occur if the employee
perceives the interruption as a “threat” to their resources if they are not able to meet both the
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demands of the interruption and their primary work demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007;
Hobfoll, 1989).
Additionally, interruptions may be a mechanism by which recovery and energy
restoration is made possible. Recovery describes the process of accruing resources and relaxing
to restore resources that can be used to meet work demands, improve employee well-being and
mitigate burnout (Bennett, Bakker, & Field, 2018; Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006; Gluschkoff et al.,
2016; Sonnentag, 2003). Demerouti (2006) found that taking sufficient breaks while at work
resulted in employees enjoying their work tasks more and leaving with increased energy at the
end of the day. Taking short or “micro” breaks (e.g., stretching, checking social media) during
the workday can reduce fatigue and increase positive affect (Kim, Park, & Niu, 2017; Zhu,
Kuykendall, & Zhang, 2019).
Although microbreaks are planned periods of respite where employees can restore
personal energies, interruptions are also defined as breaks (albeit unplanned) and are social
activities by nature (Jett & George, 2003). The aforementioned recovery literature further
justifies that unplanned interruptions could have the potential to facilitate additional resource
gain and re-energize employees through a similar mechanism. Still, variations in the purpose and
context of the interruption could either be viewed as or restorative in the form of temporary relief
from an arduous task. Therefore, I explored the interruption attributes (duration, domain, and
urgency) in relation to changes in perceived employee energy.
Based on the assumptions of COR theory that stress results from loss of or threat to
resources, it may be that longer interruptions may result in decreases in perceived energy
because they require more resource investment and become draining, leaving the employee with
less energy to return to work. I expect that shorter interruptions to workflow may leave the
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employee feeling refreshed as if they had just taken a small break and changes in perceived
energy would increase. As such, I hypothesize:
H2a. Perceived energy after an interruption to workflow will vary by interruption
duration such that long interruptions are more likely to result in decreased perceived
energy than short interruptions.
Concerning interruption domain (work versus social), it may be that work-related
interruptions demand and drain energetic resources related to work. Alternatively, social
interruptions may drain social or emotional energetic resources that do not compete with the
resources needed for work tasks. Social attributes of interruptions such as positive, non-work
interactions could also be perceived as a resource that renews energy by fulfilling personal social
needs, like needs for connectedness or belongingness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and ultimately
be restorative, as long as they do not threaten resources by being too long or demanding. There is
also evidence that indicates that social interactions at work that reflect a sense of rewarding
companionship with a co-worker can reduce stress and negative affect (Buunk & Verhoeven,
1991). Given these findings, I hypothesize the following:
H2b. Perceived energy after an interruption to workflow will vary by interruption domain
(work vs. social) such that work-related interruptions are more likely to result in
decreased perceived energy than social interruptions.
An urgent situation deprives an individual of control over how and when resources are
used. Reduced perceptions of control are viewed as stressful in many models of work stress
(Karasek Jr, 1979) and control has been established as a resource in the recovery literature
(Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Employees faced with low urgency interruptions will likely have
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more energy to return to the primary task and continue their work, maintaining more personal
control of their workflow and decisions on when to engage in any requested tasks, if applicable.
H2c. Perceived energy after an interruption to workflow will vary by interruption
urgency (low vs. high) such that urgent interruptions are more likely to result in
decreased perceived energy than low urgency interruptions.
Finally, as mentioned previously, I expect that there will be variations in perceived
energy due to an interaction effect between the attributional variables. For example, do short
social interruptions boost employee energy whereas long social interruptions leave the employee
feeling more drained? Thus, I hypothesize:
H2d. Perceived energy after an interruption to workflow will vary due to an interaction
between the domain, duration, and urgency of an interruption to workflow.

Effects of Organizational Factors and Individual Differences on Responses to Interruptions
To this point, I have focused solely on the attributes of the interruption task as
independent variables. However, we must consider that any organizational activity, including
interruptions to workflow, exists within a larger context. According to Lazarus and Folkman
(1987) in a summary of their findings on stress as a transactional model, they noted “[the
appraisal] is not solely a property of the person or of the environment; it requires the conjunction
of an environment having certain attributes with a particular kind of person who will react with
threat when exposed to those environmental attributes” (p. 42). In short, stressor appraisals do
not occur in a vacuum, but rely on both situational variables and personal characteristics.
Therefore, it is of utmost importance in this study to not only consider the situational interruption
attributes themselves, but to also consider whether these situational attributes still explain
11

significant variance when accounting for relevant organizational and personal characteristics
such as climate and personality traits.

Time Management Behaviors and Affect as Covariates
Recent studies have explored the effects of specific personal characteristics as potential
moderators of workflow interruptions and stress experiences (Ma et al., 2019; Pachler et al.,
2018), finding that employee characteristics such as polychronicity (i.e., a preference for
working on multiple activities at the same time) and time management skills had significant
impacts on stress responses to interruptions. Specifically, employees with good time
management skills were less likely to interpret an interruption as a threat to their resources (Ma
et al., 2019). In other words, the time management skills (framed as a coping mechanism) act as
a buffer, making it less likely that the employee perceives the interruption as threatening because
they have resources to effectively meet the demands of an unexpected event. As a result, those
employees report less psychological distress at the end of the day. Similarly, individuals high in
polychronicity are less likely to exhibit a stress response when experiencing frequent
interruptions, further mitigating negative outcomes of interruptions such as satisfaction with their
performance (Pachler et al., 2018). Academic views on the existence of true multi-tasking and
polychronicity are often mixed, however these findings still support the notion that employee
characteristics and other factors may influence how individuals respond to workflow
interruptions. To account for these known confounding variables, I will test for unique effects of
situational attributes, even when controlling for individual differences in time-management
behaviors (Peeters & Rutte, 2005).
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Similarly, it is important to consider the impact employee affect may have on the
potential main effects of situational attributes. Emotion and affect is known to be generally
related to stress experienced at work (Kaplan, Bradley, Luchman, & Haynes, 2009) and may
potentially affect both threat appraisals and changes in perceived energy. It may be that those
individuals who are experiencing heightened positive affect will generally be more tolerant of
interruptions and less likely to appraise them as a threat to resources or an energy-depleting
event. Alternatively, individuals who are experiencing negative affect may be more inclined to
perceive the interruption as a negative or stressful experience, regardless of the positive attributes
of the event. Therefore, the study included positive and negative state affect, as well as time
management, in the model to test for unique effects of the three interruption attributes, above and
beyond affect and general time management tendencies.
H3a. Interruption attributes are related to appraisals of threat, even after controlling for
individual differences in time-management and affect.
H3b. Interruption attributes are related to changes in perceived energy, even after
controlling for individual differences in time-management behaviors and affect.

Organizational Climate as a Covariate
Perceptions of interruptions may be impacted by the organizational climates in which the
employee works. The academic literature on communication climates primarily focuses on
competitive and cooperative climates (Levi & Askay, 2020). In competitive climates, there is a
heightened sense of self-protection because employees are required to compete with each other
to secure resources (Swab & Johnson, 2019). The role of competitive climate has already been
explored as an environmental moderating variable between other variables, such as the impact of
13

role ambiguity on self-efficacy and supervisor ratings on job satisfaction (Arnold, Flaherty,
Voss, & Mowen, 2009). These findings support the notion that competitive climate is an
important factor to consider when exploring the impacts of stressors. It may be that employees
who experience interruptions in a highly competitive work environment over-appraise an
interruption by a peer as a threat to their own personal resources as a sacrifice for the intruder’s
own goals. Alternatively, in cooperative team climates, there is less conflict and emotional
charge between team members (Tjosvold, 1995). Employees in cooperative climates may be less
likely to assume an unplanned visit from a co-worker is a negative event, and a threat to their
personal resources. Thus, in determining the importance of situational attributes, we must also
consider whether such situational attributes explain significant variance in appraisals and energy,
even when controlling for the overall competitive or cooperative context.
H4-a. Interruption attributes are related to appraisals of threat, even after controlling for
perceptions of competitiveness.
H4-b. Interruption attributes are related to changes in perceived energy, even after
controlling for competitiveness.
H5-a. Interruption attributes are related to appraisals of threat, even after controlling for
perceptions of cooperative climate.
H5-b. Interruption attributes are related to changes in perceived energy, even after
controlling for perceptions of cooperative climate.

Broad Personality Traits as Covariates
Although individual differences are not the main focus for the present study, I also
measured several general personality traits as potential control/confounding variables. According
14

to Hobfoll (1989), personal characteristics such as personality traits or skills can impact stress by
acting as a lens through which the event is viewed. For example, people that are low in
neuroticism or high in openness to experience may be more aptly prepared to cope with stressors
in general or expend less emotional effort to replace resources that have been lost (Penley &
Tomaka, 2002). Individuals who are more inclined toward social activities (e.g., extraverted,
agreeable) may be more likely to interpret an interruption as an energizing experience. In
addition, it has already been established in the interruption literature that conscientiousness of the
interrupted employee affected how likely they were to allow their email to interrupt them in the
middle of a primary task (Puranik et al., 2020; Russell, Woods, & Banks, 2017). As such, it may
be imperative to capture the Big Five personality traits to control for any traits that may influence
stressor appraisal tendencies in the study at hand. However, it is important to note that the
information is not as clear about the relationship between individual differences in personality
and how they contribute to main effects of situational attributes. As such, I included the
following exploratory hypotheses in the present study:
H6-a. Interruption attributes are related to appraisals of threat, even after controlling for
each of the Big Five personality traits.
H6-b. Interruption attributes are related to changes in perceived energy, even after
controlling for each of the Big Five personality traits.
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CHAPTER II
METHODOLOGY

Overview
To test the proposed hypotheses and research questions for the study, eight vignettes
describing unique interruption scenarios were created to reflect attributional differences.
Vignettes allowed me to fully manipulate variables to strengthen the internal validity of the study
design (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). A similar vignette technique, a variant on policy capturing
(Aguinis & Bradley, 2014), has already been used successfully to study stressor appraisals
(Kilby, Sherman, & Wuthrich, 2018). Utilizing vignettes rather than a naturalistic diary approach
allows for more control over the variability in the types of interruptions and improves empirical
clarity (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). In addition, workers should be able to easily imagine the
interruption scenario in their personal work context with co-workers they are familiar with rather
than responding to controlled interruptions in a laboratory setting. Finally, due the COVID-19
pandemic that moved the majority of office-workers to remote work situations (Zeidner, 2020)
where they are highly unlikely to be physically interrupted by a co-worker, a vignette technique
allows the flexibility to study interruptions in an imagined in-person organizational context.
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Participants and Procedure
All participation was voluntary and approved under the Institutional Review Board at The
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga. Participants were recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk) crowdsourcing platform. MTurk was selected to access a diverse sample (Casler,
Bickel, & Hackett, 2013) and screen for specific participant characteristics (Smith, Sabat,
Martinez, Weaver, & Xu, 2015). MTurk was a viable way to reach a large variety of office
workers, particularly during the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. All participants completed a
short screening survey designed to capture job characteristics to identify a relevant sample for
testing. This survey gathered contact information, ensured MTurk workers were over the age of
18, and determined whether they currently (or have previously/would currently if not for
COVID-19) work in an office environment and have been in their job for at least six months.
This initial screening was designed to identify workers that work in a context where interruptions
are realistic (e.g., as opposed to remote workers who may not directly interact with co-workers).
Respondents were compensated $0.10 each for taking this screening survey.
A total number of 941 participants completed the screening survey. Of those individuals,
594 met the screening criteria and were invited to the next stage of data collection and offered a
compensation of $1.25 for their time. Three hundred fifty participants completed the vignette
portion of the study, but 60 participants were removed from the sample after failing attention
checks or completing the survey too quickly (less than 5 minutes). This resulted in a final sample
of 290 participants. Similar vignette studies measuring stressor appraisals have been able to
detect effects with sample sizes similar to this, ranging from 140 – 370 (Kilby et al., 2018).
Participants in the study were predominantly ethnically White (n = 209, 72%), followed
by Asian (n = 35, 12%), Black or African American (n = 34, 11.7%), Hispanic or Latino (n = 18,
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6.2%) and American Indian or Alaska Native (n = 7, 2.4%). One participant identified as Middle
Eastern, and one as Romani, each representing less than 1% of the total sample. The majority of
participants identified as women (n = 159, 55%), followed by men (n = 127, 44%) and
genderqueer, gender non-binary, or gender non-conforming (n = 3, 1%). The majority of workers
reported being in mid-level (n = 171, 58.9%) or entry-level (n = 93, 32%) work roles, and held
their current position for an average of six years (M = 6.03, SD = 5.90). Employees in the sample
came from 20 different industries (e.g., Health Care and Social Assistance, Finance and
Insurance, Transportation and Warehousing) that met the in-office criteria prior to COVID-19.
On average, participants reported working in their respective industry for over a decade (M =
10.24, SD = 8.71).
Eligible participants who met the inclusion criteria in the initial screening survey were
contacted through the MTurk Cloud Research Platform, inviting them to complete the data
collection portion of the study for additional compensation. After consenting to participate, they
were presented with eight vignettes describing an interruption to their workflow, each reflecting
unique combinations of duration, urgency, and domain. Participants used a stressor appraisal
scale to evaluate each interruption scenario as a potential resource threat (Kilby et al., 2018;
Schneider, 2008), indicated whether they believed the interruption was realistic or easy to
identify with, and responded qualitatively to each vignette with their expectations of how they
would react to that situation and why. Finally, they reported their expected changes in cognitive,
physical, emotional, and social energy due to the interruption (Britt et al., 2013).
To improve immersion within each vignette (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014), participants were
asked to mentally “fill in” any details that would make the scenario more realistic for their work
environment. To minimize confounding effects due to COVID-19 and its associated impacts on
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work environments (e.g., working in a remote environment where interruptions are less likely to
occur) and the predominant shift to remote work (Zeidner, 2020), participants were asked to
reflect on the way these scenarios would have occurred in their typical office setting prior to the
pandemic to get a more generalizable idea of in-office interruptions. The vignettes were
presented to participants in a randomized order to control for potential order effects.
Following the review and response to the eight vignettes, participants were asked to
complete additional measures of individual differences in personality traits (e.g.,
conscientiousness, agreeableness) and time management, general emotional states (positive and
negative affect), the extent to which interruptions are normal in their environment, and measures
related to their organization’s culture (cooperation and competitiveness).

Materials and Measures
Interruption Vignettes
The eight interruption vignettes (See Appendix B) were designed to reflect three key
characteristics of interruptions on two levels: duration (long or short), urgency (high or low), and
overarching domains (work vs social). Figure 1 shows the combinations of the characteristics of
the eight vignettes. An example vignette characterized as long, work-related, and urgent would
be:
“Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job. You
have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in what you are
doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or workspace and asks
you to do a favor for them. They need to address a pressing issue with a client, but are
supposed to be in a meeting that's just about to start. They ask if you can sit in on the
meeting for them and let them know what they missed. You agree and attend the meeting,
which lasts one hour before you are able to return to your original task.”
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Work Domain

Social Domain

Long
Duration

Short
Duration

High Urgency

A

B

Low Urgency

C

D

Long
Duration

Short
Duration

High Urgency

E

F

Low Urgency

G

H

Figure 1 Corresponding labels for vignette combinations. For example, cell “A” represents a
high urgency, work-related interruption with a long duration. This corresponds to
vignette “A” in Appendix B
To create the vignettes, three options were developed and pilot tested for each
combination of the contextual variables (i.e., three options for each cell represented in Figure 1).
Graduate students (n = 16) enrolled in the Industrial-Organizational Psychology program at The
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga were asked to voluntarily help with a sorting exercise, to
identify the best and most realistic interruptions. They were presented with each vignette and
asked if it was work or social domain, urgent or not urgent, and long or short in duration. They
also indicated if the scenario seemed realistic as an interruption at work. The vignettes were
presented in randomized order. Some students dropped out of the activity before assessing all 24
vignettes, however each vignette had at least 8 data points.
I calculated percentages for how often the vignettes were correctly categorized for each
dimension. The best performing vignette for each combination of the study variables (domain,
duration, and urgency) was selected for inclusion in the main MTurk study. Once the final set of
vignettes were selected, they were distributed for a final round of review to graduate faculty
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members for any additional suggestions for improving face-validity. The final vignettes used in
the study can be found in Appendix B. The full battery of vignettes that were used for the sorting
activity can be found in Appendix C.

Stressor Appraisal
Participants appraised each vignette using the Stressor Appraisal Scale (SAS; Schneider,
2008) to determine the extent to which the interruption was perceived as a threat to resources.
The SAS contains seven items that measure primary appraisal (threat, demand, stressfulness,
exertion, effort, importance and uncertainty) and three items that capture secondary appraisal
(manageability, ability, performance) in two different subscales and then combines them into a
ratio score. Scores of 1.0 or higher denote an appraisal of threat. Both subscales demonstrated
high internal consistency for each vignette (α range =.82 to .97 for the primary appraisal items; α
range = .85 to .93 for secondary appraisal items). To better reflect threat appraisal of the
interruption vignettes, I altered the original items’ verbiage from “task” to “interruption” or
“event”. An example item from this scale includes “How uncertain are you about what will
happen during this interruption?” All items from the SAS can be found in Appendix D.

Energy
Participants’ perceived changes in energy was measured in response to each vignette
(Britt et al., 2013; Giumetti et al., 2013). In its previous use, this measure captured an
individual’s current perceived level of cognitive, physical, emotional, and social energy using
single items using an energy tank analogy, similar to a car’s fuel gauge. In the present study,
participants were instructed to rate how the energy in their tank would be affected as a result of
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the eight different vignettes. Specifically, I asked participants to report how the interruption
would act upon their personal energy, whether it was draining or adding energy. Changes in
energy were be recorded for each type of energy. Responses were recorded from 1 (completely
empty the tank) to 5 (completely fill the tank) with a neutral point (3; stay the same). An
example of this can be found in Appendix D. After data collection, it was evident that the four
types of energy were strongly related (See Table 1 for correlations collapsed across all
vignettes). To simplify results, I combined all four types of personal energy into one variable for
mean changes in perceived energy in response to each vignette.
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations with confidence intervals, representing
changes in perceived energy for each type collapsed across all vignettes
Variable
Physical Energy

M
2.87

SD
0.58

Cognitive Energy

2.74

0.69

Emotional Energy

2.84

0.65

Social Energy

2.96

0.75

1
.66**
[.57, .74]
.72**
[.64, .78]
.59**
[.48, .68]

2

.82**
[.77, .87]
.74**
[.67, .80]

3

.82**
[.77, .87]

Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values in
square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation. ** indicates p < .01.

Control Variables
Several control variables were included in analyses, to determine if main effects of the
interruption attributes still exist after controlling for organizational or person-level factors.
Further, typical frequency of interruptions was also considered as a control variable to account
for any potential differences based on how often participants encountered interruptions in their
normal work life. The items for each scale are provided in Appendix D.

Typical Frequency of Interruptions
Interruption frequency was measured using the items from the Instrument for StressOriented Task Analysis (Semmer, 2003). The items were adapted by (Ma et al., 2019) from their
original iteration to be tailored toward interruptions. I further adapted the items to refer to a
typical work week instead of asking about their current work week: “In a typical work week,
how often is your work interrupted by your colleagues?”, “In a typical work week, how often is
your work interrupted because something important comes up?” and “In a typical work week,
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how often is your work interrupted by your supervisor (e.g., by questions)?”. Participants
responded to each question using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). The
adapted version of these items was considered sufficiently reliable to proceed, α = .69; 95% CI =
.63, .75, though the estimates admittedly were lower than would be desired for internal
consistency standards.

Time Management
Individual differences in time management were measured using the Time-Management
Behavior Scale (Peeters & Rutte, 2005). This scale consisted of 10 time management behaviors.
Examples of the behaviors include “Sets short term goals” and “Completes priority tasks.”
Participants were asked to indicate how frequently they exhibited each of the behaviors using a
five-point Likert scale from 1 (seldom) to 5 (very often). The Time Management Behavior Scale
demonstrated good reliability in the sample α =0.86, 95% CI = .83, .88.

Individual Differences
To account for any variability related to individual differences, more stable personality
traits were captured using the 10-item version of the Big Five Inventory (BFI; Rammstedt &
John, 2007), which has demonstrated adequate psychometric properties in prior research. The
measure captures extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness to
experience, with two items for each subscale. Participants were instructed to indicate how well
10 statements reflect their personality using a five-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (strongly
disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). Item correlations for each subscale were moderate to high, with
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the exception of openness items being relatively weakly correlated (extraversion, r = .46;
agreeableness, r = .37; conscientiousness, r = .46; neuroticism, r = .62; openness, r = .21).
To minimize any confounding effects of state affect, I administered the positive and
negative affect scale (PANAS-X; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Participants were presented
with 10 negative and 10 positive emotions (e.g., afraid, jittery, enthusiastic). They were asked to
rate how much they have felt that particular emotion over the past few weeks, using a five-point
Likert scale. The response options were: 1 (very slightly or not at all), 2 (a little), 3 (moderately),
4 (quite a bit), 5 (extremely). This measure showed good reliability in the sample (positive
affect, α = 0.93, 95% CI = .92, .95; negative affect; α = 0.94, 95% CI = .93, .95).

Cooperative and Competitive Climate
Differences in organizational climate were captured using two measures. First,
competitive psychological climate was measured using four items developed by Brown, Cron,
and Slocum Jr (1998). These items were originally written for sales occupations and thus were
adapted to generalize to a wider breadth of occupations. For example, the item “My manager
frequently compares my results with those of other salespeople” was adapted to “My manager
frequently compares my results with those of my peers”. Participants responded to each of these
items using a five-point agreement Likert scale. This scale demonstrated adequate to good
reliability in the sample, α = 0.79 95% CI = .75, .83.
Cooperative climate was measured using the Cooperative Team Norms measure
(Chatman & Flynn, 2001). A sample item from this scale is “It is important for us to maintain
harmony within the team.” Participants rated how strongly each of these items represent the
cooperative climate of their current workplace on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
25

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Internal consistency for the cooperative climate measure was
sufficient in the sample, α =0.77, 95% CI = .73, .81.

Statistical Analyses
R Statistical Software version 1.3.1093 was used for screening participants, data
transformation, and internal consistency analyses. All other analyses were conducted using SPSS
version 27. First, I examined the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations), as well as
the correlations between all study variables. To test the proposed 2x2x2 factorial design, a threeway repeated measures ANOVA was conducted. This allowed me to determine if there was a
significant difference in stress appraisals and energy between both levels of the three situational
characteristics of the interruption (duration, domain, and urgency), exploring evidence for H1a,
H1b, H1c, H2a, H2b, and H2c. The repeated measures ANOVA also allowed for testing H1d and
H2d (interaction effects) for stressor appraisal or perceived energy outcomes. I then adjusted the
model several times by introducing the hypothesized covariates into the model and inspecting
how the main effects and interactions changed. These ANCOVA analyses tested Hypotheses 3-6.
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CHAPTER III
RESULTS
Interruption Attributes and Threat Appraisals
Hypothesis 1 predicted that there would be main effects of the three interruption
attributes such that interruptions characterized by long duration would be perceived as a greater
threat than short interruptions (H1a), interruptions in the work domain would be more
threatening than social interruptions (H1b), and high urgency interruptions would be more
threatening than low urgency interruptions (H1c). Hypothesis 1 also proposed a significant
interaction between the three attributes (H1d).
First, I tested the basic model (i.e., without covariates) of threat appraisals for each of the
vignettes using a repeated measure ANOVA. Each attribute in the model only had two levels and
thus, was not subject to Mauchly’s test for sphericity. The interruption duration had a significant
main effect on appraisals of threat, F(1, 289) = 89.97, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .24. Long interruptions (M
= .90, SE = .03) were perceived as more threatening than short interruptions (M = .68, SE = .02).
The model also detected a significant main effect of domain on appraisals of threat, F(1, 289) =
117.58, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .29. Work-related interruptions (M = .87, SE = .02) were perceived as
more threatening than social interruptions (M = .71, SE = .02). The urgency of an interruption
also had a significant main effect on appraisals of threat, F(1, 289) = 120.57, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .29.
High urgency interruptions (M = .89, SE = .03) were perceived as more threatening than low
urgency interruptions (M = .69, SE = .02). It is important to note that although these main effects
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were detected, none of the marginal means at each level of the three interruption attributes
crossed the ratio threshold of 1 to be considered a true threat appraisal, in which the threat
exceeds ability to cope. These results support H1a, H1b, and H1c.
The repeated measures ANOVA revealed there were also significant interactions between
the three interruption attributes. A significant two-way interaction was detected between
interruption domain and duration, F(1, 289) = 19.55, p < .00, 𝜂𝑝2 = .06. Work interruptions
combined with a long duration were reported as the most threatening; short social interruptions
were seen as least threatening. The means and standard errors for each of the combinations can
be found in Table 2. Paired sample t-tests were used to identify which combinations were
significantly different than the others, which can be also found in Table 2. No significant twoway interactions were detected between duration and urgency, or domain and urgency.

Table 2 Results of paired sample t-tests that denote significant differences in threat appraisals
between interactions of interruption domain and duration
Duration
long
short

Domain
work
social
work
social

A&B
C&D
D&E
E&F

M
0.98
0.78
0.81
0.60

SE
0.03
0.02
0.03
0.02

A&B

C&D

D&E

8.18***
7.73***
13.80***

-1.24
9.28***

9.88***

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .001

There was also a three-way interaction between domain, duration, and urgency F(1, 289)
= 34.75, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .11. Work-related, long, urgent interruptions (i.e., the combination of
each element hypothesized to be more threatening) were the most threatening interaction, and the
only one to cross the threat appraisal ratio to garner a true appraisal of threat (M = 1.02, SE =
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.04). Short, social, non-urgent interruptions were the least threatening. The means and standard
errors for each combination in the three-way interaction are summarized in Table 3. The general
distribution of responses to each vignette is visually depicted in Figure 2. Means of each vignette
are presented on the Y axis. Outliers greater than 2.0 were trimmed for visibility. The yellow line
at 1.0 represents an appraisal of true threat. Hypothesis 1d was supported.

Figure 2 Threat Appraisals by Vignette with Varying Situation Attributes
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Table 3 Results of paired sample t-tests that denote significant differences in threat appraisals between interactions of interruption
duration, domain and urgency
Duration
long

Domain
work
social

short

work
social

Urgency
high
low
high
low
high
low
high
low

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H

M
1.02
0.89
0.92
0.67
0.98
0.69
0.63
0.51

SE
0.04
0.03
0.03
0.02
0.04
0.03
0.03
0.02

A

B

C

D

E

2.95**
4.08***
8.16***
1.03
10.15***
9.55***
12.1***

1.18
8.64***
-2.05*
11.79***
8.05***
12.96***

6.65***
-3.14*
9.17***
7.25***
11.90***

-7.94***
1.64
10.06***
-0.57
9.05***
.27***
11.88***

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: * p <.05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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F

G

-2.88***
4.59*** 6.41***

Interruption Attributes and Changes in Perceived Energy
Hypothesis 2 predicted main effects of the three interruption attributes such that
interruptions characterized by long duration would result in a depletion of perceived energy
(H2a), interruptions in the work domain would be more energy depleting (H2b), and high
urgency interruptions would decrease perceived energy (H2c). It was also expected that a
significant interaction effect would be detected between the three interruption attributes (H2d).
Repeated measures ANOVAs were also used to analyze the hypotheses for changes in perceived
energy following the same approach as threat appraisals.
First, I tested the basic model by entering only perceived energy for each vignette. The
interruption duration had a significant main effect on changes in perceived energy, F(1, 289) =
67.13, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .19. Long interruptions (M = 2.79, SE = .04) were more likely to drain
energy from the “tank” than short interruptions (M = 3.00, SE = .04). The interruption domain
had a significant main effect on perceived changes in perceived energy, F(1, 289) = 59.70, p <
.001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .17. Work-related interruptions (M = 2.78, SE = .04) were more likely to deplete
energy than social interruptions (M = 3.02, SE = .04). The urgency of an interruption had a
significant main effect on changes in perceived energy, F(1, 289) = 73.49, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02.
High urgency interruptions (M = 2.77, SE = .04) were more likely to deplete energy than low
urgency interruptions (M = 3.02, SE = .04).
It is important to note that the perceived energy measure used in the study consisted of a
five-point scale, where lower values indicate a depletion of energy, higher values indicate a gain
in energy, and the midpoint (3) indicated no change. Therefore, short interruptions, social
interruptions, and low urgency interruptions caused the metaphorical energy tank to, on average,
“stay the same.” On the other hand, the marginal means for long interruptions, work-related
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interruptions, and high urgency interruptions were each indicative of depleted energy, supporting
H2a, H2b, and H2c.
The repeated measures ANOVA indicated there also were significant interactions
between the interruption attributes. A significant two-way interaction was detected between
interruption domain and duration, F(1, 289) = 19.51, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .06. Paired samples t-tests
were conducted to identify the differences between the combinations of each level of these
attributes. Work-related interruptions characterized by long duration were the most energy
depleting events. Alternatively, short, social interruptions were the least energy depleting, and
the only combination of duration and domain to be slightly energy replenishing. These results
can be found in Table 4.

Table 4 Results of paired sample t-tests that denote significant differences in changes in
perceived energy between interactions of interruption domain and duration
Duration
long
short

Domain
work
social
work
social

A&B
C&D
D&E
E&F

M
2.68
2.87
2.86
3.18

SE
0.05
0.04
0.05
0.04

A&B

C&D

D&E

-5.44***
-4.77***
-9.75***

0.22
-7.29***

-7.54***

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .00
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There was also a significant two-way interaction between interruption urgency and
domain, F(1, 289) = 6.67, p = .01, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02. Paired samples t-tests were conducted to identify
the differences in changes in perceived energy between the combinations of each level of these
attributes. Interruptions characterized by high urgency and work domain were found to be the
most energy depleting, and those that were low urgency in the social domain were trending
slightly toward energy replenishment. These results can be found in Table 5.
Table 5 Results of paired sample t-tests that denote significant differences in changes in
perceived energy between interactions of interruption domain and urgency
Domain
work
social

Urgency
high
low
high
low

A&E
B&F
C&G
D&H

M
2.65
2.90
2.94
3.11

SE
0.05
0.04
0.04
0.04

A&E

B&F

C&G

-7.75***
-7.96***
-10.14***

-1.30
-6.00***

-5.10***

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .001

There was no two-way interaction between interruption urgency and duration. There was
also no three-way interaction detected between the interruption attributes when analyzing
changes in perceived energy. Although the three-way interaction was not present, the other twoway interaction effects partially support H2d. Figure 3 depicts the general distribution of
perceived energy responses to each vignette. Means of each vignette are presented on the Y axis.
The yellow line at 3 indicates no change in energy. Values to the left indicate depleted energy,
values to the right indicate energy gain.

33

Figure 3 Change in Perceived Energy by Vignette with Varying Situation Attributes

Time Management and State Affect as Covariates
Hypothesis 3 explored the potential impact of introducing individual differences in time
management behaviors and general affect, expecting that main effects of the situational attributes
would still be present in the models for threat appraisals and changes in perceived energy. I
adapted the analyses to repeated measures ANCOVAs, entering time management behaviors,
and positive and negative affect as covariates. These variables were entered into the model
simultaneously, as they were known variables related to interruption threat appraisals and stress
in general. Although it was not a formal hypothesis, I also included the typical frequency of
interruptions in an employee’s work environment as a covariate, following the method other
researchers have used when studying interruptions (Ma et al., 2019).
After including these control variables in the ACNOVA for threat appraisals, the main
effects for the three interruption attributes were still significant. As in the initial main effects
model, long interruptions were appraised as a greater threat than short interruptions, F(1, 283) =
8.32, p < .05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .03; work interruptions were more threatening than social interruptions, F(1,
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283) = 4.74, p < .05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02; interruptions characterized by high urgency were perceived as
more threatening than low urgency interruptions, F(1, 289) = 6.34, p < .05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02. The main
effect results of the adjusted model add support to Hypothesis 1 and fully supports H3-a.
No two-way interactions were significant after controlling for typical frequency of
interruptions, time management behaviors, positive affect, and negative affect. A significant
three-way interaction between the interruption attributes was still detected in the adjusted model,
F(1, 289) = 7.25, p < .05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .03.
Concerning the variance accounted for by each of the control variables in the models,
time management behaviors predicted a significant amount of variance in threat appraisals F(1,
289) = 16.46, p < .001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .06. Those with better time management typically viewed
interruptions as less threatening. Typical frequency of interruptions did not predict a significant
amount of variance in the threat appraisal model, F(1, 289) = 2.48, p =.12. Positive affect also
did not predict a significant amount of variance in the model F(1, 289) = 3.60, p =.06; however,
negative affect did predict a significant amount of variance in the model F(1, 289) = 52.62, p <
.001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .16. Those who reported higher negative affect were more likely to appraise
interruptions as a greater threat. In the additional analyses on threat appraisals that consider other
covariates, I continued to include time management behaviors and negative affect as covariates
in the model but removed positive affect and typical frequency of interruptions.
In sum, situational attributes still play a significant role in threat appraisals, even when
accounting for how individuals manage their time and their general emotional dispositions.
When considering the effect sizes, time management and negative affect accounted for a larger
amount of the variance explained in the model than any of the individual attributes; however,
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when considering the combined unique effect sizes for each interruption attribute and the threeway interaction, the effects are relatively comparable.
Next, I adjusted the model for perceived energy by entering positive and negative affect,
time management behaviors and typical frequency of interruptions. There was still a main effect
of duration, F(1, 283) = 9.31, p < .01, 𝜂𝑝2 = .03, as well as a main effect of urgency, F(1, 283) =
6.87, p < .01, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02, providing partial support for H3-b The main effect of domain was no
longer significant, F(1, 283) = 3.29, p = .07. To explore the effects of time management
behaviors, positive affect, and negative affect, I explored the effects of entering each covariate
into the model individually. The same pattern of results happened each time, where domain was
no longer significant with any single covariate. Lastly, there were no significant interactions on
changes in perceived energy between the interruption attributes after introducing covariates into
the model.
Similar to the threat appraisal model, typical frequency of interruptions did not account
for a significant amount of variance in the perceived energy model, F(1, 283) = .01, p = .91.
Time management behaviors did account for a significant amount of variance in the model, F(1,
283) = 7.69, p <.05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02. Those with better time management behaviors typically reported
higher perceived energy after interruptions. Negative affect was also a significant predictor in the
model, F(1, 289) = 4.73, p <.05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02. Although positive affect did not account for a
significant amount of the model for threat appraisals, it was a significant predictor in the adjusted
model for perceived energy, F(1, 283) = 19.24, p <.001, 𝜂𝑝2 = .06. Those who experienced
greater positive affect typically reported greater perceived energy. For the remaining analyses of
changes in perceived energy, positive affect, negative affect, and time management behaviors
were entered as controls. Typical frequency of interruptions was removed.
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To summarize, these results suggest that some interruption characteristics, namely the
urgency and time required, remain significant predictors of energy when accounting for
individual differences in time management and affect. However, the domain of the interruption
appears to be less crucial when accounting for such individual differences. When considering the
effect sizes, positive affect accounted for the most variance in the model while the individual
situational attributes, negative affect, and time management behaviors were comparable.

Competitive and Cooperative Climate as Covariates
After analyzing the effects of known confounds that were more established in the
literature, I then began to enter the exploratory covariates for organizational climate. Table 6
presents the results of the main effects and interactions for threat appraisals and perceived energy
after introducing competitive and cooperative as covariates.
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Table 6 Organizational climate as covariates for repeated measures ANCOVA examining
interruption attributes and threat appraisals
Controlling for Competitive Climate
Threat
Perceived
Appraisals
Energy

Duration
Domain
Urgency
Duration X Domain
Duration X Urgency
Domain X Urgency
Duration X Domain
X Urgency

F
n.s.
7.13*
4.79*
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

F
0.02 6.29*
0.02 5.48*
0.02 n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

8.30*

0.03 n.s.

Controlling for Cooperative
Climate
Threat
Perceived
Appraisals
Energy

F
0.02 n.s.
0.02 n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
4.79*

F
n.s.
n.s.
4.21*
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

0.02

0.02 8.14*

0.03

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .001

Hypothesis 4 explored the impact of competitive climate on threat appraisals (H4-a and
perceived energy (H4-b). Competitive climate accounted for a significant amount of variance in
the model for threat appraisals, F(1, 289) = 8.03, p < .01, 𝜂𝑝2 = .03. Competitive climate was
generally associated with a greater threat appraisal following interruptions. The ANCOVA
results generally supported Hypothesis 4-a in that the differences in interruption attributes
remained after accounting for competitive climate; further analyses highlighted that competition
may have an impact on reactions to some interruptions more than others. The effect sizes seem to
indicate that competition accounts for a similar amount of variance in appraisals of threat as
interruption domain, urgency, and the three-way interaction. Overall, competitive climate did not
account for a significant amount of variance in the perceived energy model, F(1, 285) = 1.88, p <
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.17, but the main effect analyses clearly indicate that some situational attributes still matter after
controlling for competitive climate. Hypothesis 4-b was partially supported.
Hypothesis 5 explores the impact of including cooperative organization climate on threat
appraisals (5a) and perceived energy (5b). Cooperative climate predicted a significant amount of
variance in the model for threat appraisals, F(1, 285) = 4.30, p < .05, 𝜂𝑝2 = .02. Cooperative
climates decreased appraisals of threat. The ANCOVA results provide partial support for H5a,
given the interaction between situational characteristics was still significant. The non-significant
main effects suggest that cooperation diminishes the importance of the individual interruption
attributes, though the combination of certain attributes may still be particularly draining. The
effect sizes suggest that the three-way interaction and cooperation account for a similar amount
of variance in perceptions of threat.
Hypothesis 5b proposed that the situational attributes would still account for unique
effects in perceived energy after introducing cooperative climate into the model. Cooperative
climate did not account for a significant amount of variance in the perceived energy model, F(1,
285) = 0.74, p = .39. Hypothesis 5b was partially supported, as the differences caused by some
interruption attributes were still present after accounting for cooperative climate, with a threeway interaction also detected. These results indicated that cooperation possibly minimizes the
effects of long interruptions, but high urgency interruptions are still more depleting than lowurgency interruptions despite changes in climate.
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Big Five Personality Traits as Covariates
Hypothesis 6 explores the impact of big five personality traits on threat appraisals. H6a
proposed that the effects of the situational attributes would still drive main effects in the threat
appraisal model after controlling for these personality traits. Table 7 shows the significant results
of each adjusted threat appraisal model, after controlling for each of the big five personality
traits.

Table 7 Big Five traits as covariates for repeated measures ANOVA examining interruption
attributes and threat appraisals

Big 5 Trait
Duration
Domain
Urgency
Duration X Domain
Duration X Urgency
Domain X Urgency
Duration X Domain X
Urgency

Extraversion
F
n.s.
5.11
*
0.02
4.71* 0.02
8.03* 0.03
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
7.85*

0.03

Covariate Included
Openness
Neuroticism Agreeableness Consc.
F
F
F
F
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
4.07* 0.01 n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

5.66*
7.63*
5.77*
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

0.02
0.03
0.02

n.s.
3.74*
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.

7.23* 0.03 n.s.

8.14*

0.03

4.16*

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .001

The three-way interaction remained significant when controlling for all traits except
neuroticism, suggesting that a certain combination of interruption attributes still explains
meaningful variance in threat appraisals. The main effect results suggest that individual
interruption attributes are still related to threat appraisals when taking some personality traits into
account (e.g., extraversion, agreeableness), but that controlling for traits such as neuroticism,
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0.01

0.01

openness to experience, and conscientiousness can minimize the effects of the attributes. Though
the effects of the traits themselves were non-significant, they appeared to make some difference
in the model. Therefore, I explored some of the more nuanced relationships between the
personality traits that resulted in non-significant situational attribute effects with threat
appraisals. The parameter estimates for the personality variables indicated that openness to
experience decreased threat appraisals for all scenarios. Conscientiousness increased threat for
each interruption except interruption D (long, social, low urgency) and H (short, social, low
urgency) where conscientiousness was related to decreased threat. Surprisingly, neuroticism
typically decreased threat appraisals, excluding interruptions A (long, work, high urgency), B
(short, work, high urgency), and E (long, social, high urgency) where neuroticism was related to
a slight increase in threat. Some of these results could be a result of statistical suppression, given
the strong relationship between neuroticism and negative affect, r = .50, p < .001 (which was
retained as a covariate based on earlier analyses).
H6b proposed that situational attributes would still drive main effects in the model for
perceived energy, even after controlling for big five personality traits. Table 8 shows the
significant main effects, interactions, and effect sizes for changes in perceived energy after
adjusting the model for each personality trait.
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Table 8 Big Five traits as covariates for repeated measures ANOVA examining interruption
attributes and changes in perceived energy

Big 5 Trait
Duration
Domain
Urgency
Duration X
Domain
Duration X
Urgency
Domain X
Urgency
Duration X
Domain X
Urgency

Extraversion
F
n.s.
9.57* 0.03
5.29* 0.02
7.33* 0.03

Covariate Included
Openness
Neuroticism Agreeableness
F
F
F
n.s.
5.27* 0.02 n.s.
4.94* 0.02 4.40* 0.02 11.03* 0.04
5.30* 0.02 n.s.
7.37*
0.03
6.03* 0.02 n.s.
9.80*
0.03

Consc.
F
n.s.
5.50*
7.47*
3.97*

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

4.47* 0.02

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

0.02
0.03
0.01

Notes. The values in the cells represent the t-statistic. Test significance: *** p < .001

These results indicate that the effects of the interruption attributes are still related to
changes in perceived energy, even when considering most individual differences in personality.
Hypothesis 6b was partially supported. Neuroticism seems to be the personality trait that
accounts for the most variability that drives different energetic responses to interruptions.
Parameter estimates indicated that neuroticism typically decreased energy with the exception of
interruptions F (short, social, high urgency) and H (short, social, low urgency), which were each
related to a slight increase in energy. It is worth noting that the parameter estimates did indicate
that negative affect increased perceived energy for the majority of the interruption scenarios after
including neuroticism in the model. This again seems to be a classic suppression effect.
The results of these analyses indicate that the situational attributes were still related to
unique differences in changes in perceived energy, even after controlling for basic personality
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traits. It is interesting to note that only neuroticism predicted a significant amount of variance in
the model. The implications of these results will be explored further in the discussion.
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to better contextualize interruptions at work. The results
supported the hypotheses that situational attributes (duration, domain, and urgency) affect how
threatening an interruption is to employee resources in the expected directions. Long
interruptions were more threatening than short interruptions. Work-related interruptions were
perceived as a greater threat than social interruptions. High urgency interruptions were more
threatening than low urgency interruptions. Importantly, I found a significant three-way
interaction in the threat appraisals, indicating that certain combinations of situational attributes
are more threatening than others. A particularly threatening combination of work-related
interruptions that were characterized by high urgency and long duration. Similarly, short, social,
low urgency interruptions were the least threatening combination. This interaction was detected
even after controlling for each covariate, apart from neuroticism. The enduring presence of this
interaction and the main effects supports Hypothesis 1.
The results also supported the main effects of the attributes in relation to changes in
perceived energy in accordance with hypothesized directions. Long interruptions, urgent
interruptions and work-related interruptions were more likely to drain resources from an
employee’s energy “tank”. Interestingly, I only found two interaction effects in all of the
analyses for perceived energy, which was between urgency and domain in the basic model. It
appeared again after controlling for openness to experience. These results partially support H2.
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Hypothesis 3 explored the effects of the situational attributes when taking time
management behaviors, positive affect, and negative affect into account. The differences in
threat appraisals based on each level of the situational attributes endured after taking these
individual differences into account. These results provide support for Hypotheses 3a. On the
other hand, taking time management, positive affect, and negative affect into consideration the
effects of urgency and duration on changes in perceived energy persisted. The effects of domain
were negated; however, these results only partially support H3b.
Perceptions of interruption threat found in this study support the previous literature on the
negative outcomes of interruptions (Baethge & Rigotti, 2013; Baethge et al., 2015; Ma et al.,
2019; Puranik et al., 2020; Stocker et al., 2019). The threat appraisals that resulted from the
various interruption vignettes do indicate that interruptions can be negative events, but these
varied scenarios better contextualize that it may not be all interruptions that are stress inducing. It
is important to note that this study only looked at the cognitive appraisal of an interruption, but
not the more distal health and well-being consequences associated with a stress response.
Although the appraisal of a stimulus can be viewed as ultimate strong predictor of a stress
response (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), further research can more directly study how situational
attributes address well-being outcomes like psychosomatic complaints, perceived stress, or
emotional exhaustion.
The persistence of the main effects in the threat model, but not the perceived energy
model may indicate that energy as a resource is much more personal to each employee and less
subject to change based on the situational attributes of an interruption. Although the results of the
basic model for perceived energy were promising, after introducing covariates, the effects of the
situational attributes were often non-significant. This could be due to the fact that I controlled for
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positive and negative affect, constructs which may overlap too much with energy to allow other
important predictors to emerge. In fact, Shirom (2003) makes the argument that employee energy
is just a larger extension of trait affect. It is also important to note that energy in general is a
much more dynamic construct than appraisals of threat. The literature indicates that individuals
experience levels of vigor differently throughout the day, and perceptions of energy are likely to
be much higher in the morning and evening than in the afternoon (Wood & Magnello, 1992).
The time of day in which MTurk workers participated in the study may have been related to their
current energetic state, and possibly affected how they responded to the survey. Additionally,
Shirom (2011) suggests that person-level factors such as emotional stability and optimism
moderate the relationships between employee energy and organizational outcomes (e.g. job
satisfaction, mental health, organizational effectiveness). Therefore, it could be that personal
energy is a much more complex phenomenon affected by many factors, and thus difficult to
understand the impact that situational characteristics of interruptions have on employee energy,
if they do exist. Future research may want to explore other employee well-being outcomes in
relation to interruption attributes such as irritation and annoyance, job satisfaction, engagement,
and even work-family conflict (Puranik et al., 2020).
The next set of hypotheses introduced organizational climate, expecting that the
interruption attributes would still drive differences in threat appraisal and perceived energy even
after controlling for cooperative or competitive climate. The duration of an interruption did not
relate to threat appraisals after taking competitive climate into account, but the domain and
urgency still related to different appraisals of threat. These results partially support H4a. Taking
cooperative climate into account reduced the effects of the situational attributes completely for
threat appraisals, but the effects of the three-way interaction for threat appraisals remained.
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Providing partial support for H5b, situational attributes may matter less on their own when
accounting for cooperativeness, but certain combinations may still be important for predicting
threats. The differences in perceived energy predicted by the situational attributes were still
present after controlling for competitive climate, supporting H4b. Only the differences in
perceived energy caused by urgency were detected after controlling for cooperation, and any
differences caused by domain or duration were not detected. H5b was partially supported.
Clearly, organizational climate is a unique attribute to consider when contextualizing
well-being outcomes. Although the domain and urgency of an interruption still matter even when
considering variability in the competitive landscape for threat appraisals, interruption duration
does not seem to be a concern. It could be that temporal resources are valued to a greater extent
in competitive climates and thus the threat is similar for all lengths of interruptions. Competitive
climates are also known to decrease pro-social behaviors (Eslami & Arshadi, 2016), which may
explain why work-related interruptions were still seen as more threatening after controlling for
competition. Further, if we return to the transactional model of stress, employees in competitive
climates may perceive that they have more “at stake” for work-related and high urgency
interruptions, which would inflate the perceptions of threat (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, 1987).
As mentioned previously, energy seems to be a more personal factor that is not as affected by
task and organizational attributes, which may explain why competitive climate did not diminish
the effects of the situational attributes.
When considering the effects of cooperation, it is quite interesting that only certain
combinations of situational attributes mattered in terms of threat appraisals, but not individual
attributes on their own. In general, increased cooperation was related to lower threat appraisals.
Organizational climate is positively related to organizational citizenship behaviors, which are in
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turn positively related to organizational performance (Shahin, Naftchali, & Pool, 2014). In
cooperative organizations, it could be that the appraisal of the event goes beyond the employee’s
immediate well-being and incorporates the well-being and performance of the organization as a
whole in the primary and secondary appraisal processes. Secondary appraisals (evaluation of
coping resources) may be greater in cooperative climates because employees perceive they have
the support of their co-workers and organization to be able to deal with the interruption,
regardless of its characteristics (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, 1987). Future research could focus
on better understanding the role of primary and secondary appraisal when approaching
interruptions from a transactional model, as organizational climate could be influencing either
appraisal process. The measure used in this study is not robust enough to draw formal
conclusions about these relationships.
The final set of hypotheses proposed that the interruption attributes would still relate to
differences in stressor appraisals and changes in perceived energy, after taking the big five
personality traits into consideration. The effects of all three situational variables on threat
appraisals still persisted when taking extraversion and agreeableness into account. Openness to
experience and conscientiousness resulted in no differences caused by urgency or duration but
did result in differences still being driven by interruption domain. The differences in threat were
completely negated when taking neuroticism into account. These results partially support H6a.
Per these results, personality variables are generally not as important as the situational
attributes of interruptions when evaluating stressor appraisal. It could be that the majority of
individual differences that drive responses to interruptions are predominantly time management
behaviors. This supports the previous literature that indicates that stress responses to
interruptions are moderated by time-management and polychronicity (Ma et al., 2019; Pachler et
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al., 2018). Future studies may be inclined to take a practice-oriented approach to interruptions,
and empirically test the effects of administering a time-management based intervention and
evaluate if appraisals of threat decrease after a positive change in time-management behavior. It
is quite interesting that neuroticism, conscientiousness and openness to experience did minimize
some of the main effects in the model. This relationship is somewhat unclear and may need
further inspection with a more robust measure of each personality trait.
After taking the big five into account for changes in perceived energy, all of the
differences caused by the situational attributes were fully present, regardless of differences in
extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Neuroticism did
negate the differences related to interruption domain and urgency, but the differences related to
interruption duration were still detected. These results partially support H6b. In sum, the results
suggest that generally, personality plays a minimal role in how situational attributes of
interruptions impact employees energy following the interruption. Similar to the threat appraisal
results, it could be that time-related behaviors and traits are really the most important differences
to consider at the individual level.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
Taken together, these findings indicate that the ways in which office employees
experience interruptions is multi-faceted. The fact that I found significant main effects of all of
the interruption attributes, as well as significant interaction effects indicate that certain types of
interruptions have the potential to create the perfect storm as a stressor. Based on the endurance
of the interaction effect and the mean appraisal of threat exceeding the ability to cope, it seems
that intense interruptions that are work-related, long, and high urgency are evidently the most
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dangerous combination of attributes. Practitioners should take care to ensure that these types of
interruptions occur on an infrequent basis to help employees preserve their resources to meet
other work demands as well.
Further, the results indicate that that individual and organizational differences overpower
the effects of the situational attributes in some cases and potentially reduce the effects of
particularly stressful interruptions. For example, it seems that there are ideal personal
characteristics that buffer the impacts of interruption attributes (e.g., conscientiousness explains
away differences in perceived energy for duration and urgency). Further, there seems to be a
desirable communication climate that organizations can strive to meet if interruptions are
frequent and inevitable. Cooperative climates seem to create an ideal buffer that reduces threat
appraisals for all interruptions, although the results for changes in perceived energy are less
clear.
When it comes to interruptions being possible mechanisms for microbreaks, the
perceived energy findings indicated some promising results. Certain combinations of interruption
characteristics were marginally trending toward energy replenishment (e.g., the average change
in perceived energy for the social, short, and low urgency interruption was 3.31 which indicates
slightly adding energy to the tank). These findings support the existing literature on microbreaks,
indicating that short periods of relief from work-related demands can have restorative impacts
and improve employee well-being (Kim et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2019). They also challenge the
notion that only planned or intentional breaks have such potential for restoration, and that certain
unexpected interruptions that force an employee to step away from their work may have similar
benefits. Although the increases in perceived energy were small and the averages hovered closer
to neutral than true resource replenishment, they corroborate my suspicions that not all
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interruptions are negative events and shine a light of opportunity for future research on positive
interruptions.
Applying results from this study could help organizations build a culture that facilitates
“good” interruptions, while creating norms that limit stressful interruptions and provide
resources to combat threatening interruptions. Organizations who find that frequent, stressful
interruptions are the norm could use these findings to inspect their organizational climate and the
type of interruptions that typically occur. If organizations find that employees are typically
interrupted only by the most threatening combination of interruption attributes (long, workrelated, and urgent) it may be pertinent to reduce the frequency of these types of interruptions or
strive toward minimizing one or more attributes. If these types of interruptions are inevitable due
to work demands, it may be worthwhile for employers to facilitate a cooperative climate or
provide time-management resources to minimize the impacts of interruption threat.
Further, these results can be utilized by practitioners to monitor and potentially predict
the well-being of their employees based on what type of interruptions they typically experience.
If an employee is typically being presented with threatening interruption characteristics (e.g.
frequently met with urgent interruptions), organizations may need to be prepared to provide
ample opportunities for recovery or reduce other work demands.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
There are several limitations in this study and directions for future research, beyond those
mentioned previously. An important consideration in this examination, is that each interruption
attribute was only studied at two levels. For example, the duration attribute was reduced to a time
period of 15 minutes for short interruptions or one-hour for long interruptions. In a practical
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setting, there are interruptions that occur well beyond the confines of these two time frames. A
good example is interruption G, which presented a scenario in which the interrupted employee
discusses the news and current events with a co-worker for one hour, representing a low urgency,
social interruption with a long duration. This interruption in general presented a difficulty in the
design phase, as it does not seem realistic in many workplaces to have an hour-long, non-work
interruption, that does not require immediate attention. Further, my manipulations themselves
could have thrown off the potential for positive impact. The lower boundary of the duration
manipulation was only 15 minutes long; however, it is highly realistic that fifteen minutes may
be outside of the realistic timeframe for resource replenishment. Many employees work in
demanding scenarios where 15 minutes can actually set them back in terms of productivity. It
may be pertinent for future studies on interruption attributes to explore the temporal length of
interruptions on a continuous scale.
Additionally, the lines between what constitutes a work versus social interruption may be
blurry. For instance, are social interruptions still in the work domain if the relationship to the
interrupter is a work-related relationship (e.g., co-worker, supervisor)? The identity of the
interrupter and the relationship with the interrupted employee may be another driving force that
impacts well-being outcomes. For example, if the interrupter is a co-worker that has a close
personal relationship with the interrupted employee, there may be a different response than if the
intruder is a manager with whom the interrupted employee has a negative relationship. Further,
with the large shift to remote work due to COVID-19, it may also be pertinent to expand toward
a wider interpretation of domains and sources of interruptions. People are currently interrupted
by their pets, children, roommates and spouses, all of which would not be realistic interruptions
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in an in-office environment but meet the criteria of an interruption to workflow for remote
workers.
It would also be pertinent to explore similar effects of situational attributes while
expanding the definition of interruptions to include digital interruptions as well. Enterprise social
network sites and communication platforms such as Microsoft Teams and Slack are changing the
ways in which employees communicate at work. It may be worthwhile for future research to
understand how these platforms may be replacing the “traditional” interruption where an intruder
enters a physical workspace with an unannounced video or instant messaging chat.
As a platform in general, MTurk offers some unique challenges. We cannot be sure that
the sample included in this study completely reflects the desired population (office workers
where interruptions are realistic). Although I screened for particular characteristics on MTurk, I
cannot rule out that a few workers in the sample were particularly motivated to answer desirably
in a way that they assume will meet the criteria for payment. Additionally, I did not see as great
as a participation ratio as would have been ideal for an MTurk study, but this is likely due to the
two-step screening method that was implemented. Participants may have been particularly
motivated by the price/hour offered for the screening survey and less interested in the
compensation rate for the main MTurk study, which equated to less than minimum wage, given
budgetary constraints for the current study. For future studies that choose to study interruptions
through similar platforms, it may be wise to expand the criteria beyond just office workers and
explore the impacts of interruptions in other job environments, as well as to offer a higher
incentive for achieving a better follow-up participation rate.
Another key limitation in this study is the measurement used for the Big Five inventory.
The 10-BFI was selected to be mindful of the length of the survey, and minimize any fatigue
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effects, however the inter-item correlations for the sample in the study were adequate at best. It
would be pertinent to replicate these results using a more robust measure of personality such as
the original 44 item BFI (John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991) that more comprehensively measures
these personality traits. Using a more robust and stable version of the BFI would likely improve
some of the messiness in the models when including personality traits as covariates (particularly
seen in the perceived energy model). In a similar vein, future research could better understand
the impacts of neuroticism in the role of both perceived energy and threat appraisals. In both
models, main effects of the situational attributes were negated by introducing neuroticism into
the model. I suspect this is a suppression effect due to state affect, and that better understanding
of the relationships using a stable neuroticism measure could tease apart the differences in the
effects of positive affect, negative affect, and neuroticism.
Finally, an important area of interest would be to explore the effects of the situational
attributes back to productivity and employee performance. The study at hand aimed to better
contextualize interruptions in terms of occupational health and well-being, however there are
other organizational outcomes to consider. In their review of interruption literature, Puranik et al.
(2020) suggest that a variety of performance outcomes related to interruptions exist, such as
accidents, job effort, goal commitment and quality of work. With the evidence of the present
study, each of these performance outcomes are subject to understanding the impact of situational
attributes (Puranik et al., 2020). Similarly, there are other well-being outcomes that could be
explored beyond appraisals of threat and changes in perceived energy. The previous literature
has looked at perceived stress, job satisfaction, and psychosomatic complaints as interruption
outcomes (Baethge & Rigotti, 2013; Keller et al., 2019; Pachler et al., 2018; Puranik et al., 2020;
Stocker et al., 2019) which may be an ideal place to start. Rounding out the literature with varied
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interruption scenarios in the occupational health and productivity realm would provide
substantial value to the current literation on interruptions at work.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
The present study provided evidence that different types of interruptions are perceived
and experienced differently by employees. Attributes of the task, employee, and organization all
drove differences in appraisals of threat and perceived energy. These results indicate that
interruptions at work are a much more complex phenomenon than have been studied previously.
Future research should consider that not all interruptions are considered equal, and that certain
types of interruptions are potentially more harmful to employee well-being than others.
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Appendix B – Interruption Vignettes

Work Domain

Social Domain

Long
Duration

Short
Duration

High Urgency

A

B

Low Urgency

C

D

Long
Duration

Short
Duration

High Urgency

E

F

Low Urgency

G

H

Figure A1 Corresponding labels for vignette combinations. For example, cell “A” represents a
high urgency, work-related interruption with a long duration. This corresponds to
vignette “A” below.

Each vignette began with the statement: “Imagine you are very focused while completing an
important task for your job. You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself
absorbed in what you are doing. Unexpectedly. One of your coworkers interrupts you and..

A. ...asks you to do a favor for them. They need to address a pressing issue with a client,
but are supposed to be in a meeting that's just about to start. They ask if you can sit in on
the meeting for them and let them know what they missed. You agree and attend the
meeting, which lasts one hour before you are able to return to your original task.
B. asks you for your help on a project. They let you know that this is incredibly important
because it's due in an hour, and no one else has been able to help them. You work on this
project with your co-worker for 15 minutes before you are able to return to your original
task.
C. …asks if you can help them figure out how to work the new software your team is trying
out when you get a chance. It is not time sensitive, but you choose to help them right
away. It takes you 1 hour before you are able to return to your original task.
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D. …interrupts you to remind you to fill out your goals for the quarter. It's not time
sensitive, but you decide to get them out of the way right then. It takes you 15 minutes to
set your quarter goals before you are able to return to your original task.
E. …asks you if you can talk about something personal right away. You feel this is very
important and talk with your co-worker. This ends up taking 1 hour before you are able
to return to your original task.
F. …to let you know about a very interesting discussion going in the breakroom. You go
talk to your co-workers to find out what's going on. This takes you 15 minutes before
you are able to return to your original task.
G. …asks how your day is going. You chit chat with your co-worker and ask how their day
is as well, casually catching up with them on what’s new. You end up talking for 1 hour
before you are able to return to your original task.
H. …asks how you felt about the latest episode of the tv show you are both obsessed with.
You are so excited to gossip about who got voted off or the wittiest line that made you
laugh. You spend 15 minutes talking with them before you are able to return to your
original task.
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Vignette Scenarios.
The following vignettes were presented to students for the sorting activity. The scenarios were
written for each combination of duration, domain, and urgency. The percentage at the end of
each vignette represents how accurately students were able to sort each vignette by duration,
domain and urgency as well as how realistic they thought it was.

A. Work/Long/High Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself totally absorbed
in what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office
or workspace and asks for your help solving a problem that has to be addressed as
soon as possible. If left unaddressed, this issue will have major consequences for
the department you work in. You work on this project with your co-worker for 1
hour before you are able to return to your original task. (90%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, your supervisor enters your office or
workspace and asks you to take on a new assignment that they need to be
completed as soon as possible. This new project takes you 1 hour before you are
able to return to your original task. (93%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you to do a favor for them. They have to step out of the office
for a personal emergency but are supposed to be in a meeting that's just about to
start. They ask if you can step in and take notes for them. You agree and attend
the meeting, which lasts one hour before you are able to return to your original
task. (93%)
B. Work/Short/High Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you for your help on a project. They let you know that this is
incredibly important, and no one else has been able to help them. You work on
this project with your co-worker for 15 minutes before you are able to return to
your original task. (100%)
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2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, your coworker enters your office or
workspace and asks you to help find a file. They really need it, and you have the
best chance of finding it quickly. It takes you approximately 15 minutes before
you are able to find the file and return to your original task. (89%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, your supervisor enters your office or
workspace and to ask you a few follow up questions on something you turned in
last week. You answer her questions and discuss the project for 15 minutes before
you are able to return to your original task. (90%)
C. Work/Long/Low Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks if you can help them out when you get a chance. It is not time
sensitive, but you choose to help them right away. It takes you 1 hour before you
are able to return to your original task. (92%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you to fill out a voluntary survey when you get a chance. It is
not time sensitive, but you choose to take the survey right then. It takes you 1
hour before you are able to return to your original task. (88%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Your supervisor enters your office or workspace and asks you
to be in charge of collecting and organizing everyone's brainstorming suggestions
for a new project. You start working on it immediately to get it out of the way. It
takes you about 1 hour to collect everyone's suggestions and return to your
original task. (79%)
D. Work/Short/Low Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks for your help. It is not time sensitive, but you decide to help
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out right then. It takes you 15 minutes before you are able to return to your
original task. (93%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks for your help as they’ve been having problems connecting to
the printer. The need to print their documents is not time sensitive, but you decide
to help out right then. It takes you 15 minutes before you are able to return to your
original task. (94%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Your boss enters your office or workspace and interrupts you
to remind you to fill out your goals for the quarter. It's not time sensitive, but you
decide to get them out of the way right then. It takes you 15 minutes to set your
quarter goals before you are able to return to your original task. (98%)
E. Social/Long/High Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you if you can talk about something personal right away. You
feel this is very important and talk with your co-worker. This ends up taking 1
hour before you are able to return to your original task. (88%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you for advice with something very important that is going
on in their personal life. You discuss it with your co-worker and end up with
talking about it for 1 hour before you are able to return to your original task.
(86%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you for advice with something very important that is going
on in their personal life. You discuss it with your co-worker and end up with
talking about it for 1 hour before you are able to return to your original task.
(88%)
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F. Social/Short/High Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace to let you know about a very interesting discussion going in the
breakroom. You go talk to your co-workers to find out what's going on. This takes
you 15 minutes before you are able to return to your original task. (88%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks you to quickly come see what's going on outside of their
window. You go with her to oggle at the spectacle and end up talking to each
other for approximately 15 minutes before you leave and return to your original
task. (78%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and tells you there are donuts in the breakroom and they're going fast.
You accompany them to the breakroom and end up talking to each other for
approximately 15 minutes before you leave and return to your original task.
(77%)
G. Social/Long/Low Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace to ask how your day is going. You chit chat with your co-worker and
ask how their day is as well, catching up with them on what’s new. You spend 1
hour talking before you are able to return to your original task. (96%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks if you saw the latest news headline. You discuss it with your
co-worker and end up with talking about current events for 1 hour before you are
able to return to your original task. (98%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
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workspace to say hi and ask you about the vacation you just came back from. You
tell your co-worker all about it and end up with talking about it for 1 hour before
you are able to return to your original task. (94%)
H. Social/Short/Low Urgency
1. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace to say hello and chit chat for a few minutes. You spend 15 minutes
talking with them before you are able to return to your original task. (94%)
2. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks how you felt about the latest episode of the tv show you are
both obsessed with. You are so excited to gossip about who got voted off or the
wittiest line that made you laugh. You spend 15 minutes talking with them before
you are able to return to your original task. (97%)
3. Imagine you are very focused while completing an important task for your job.
You have been working on this for a few hours and find yourself absorbed in
what you are doing. Unexpectedly, one of your co-workers enters your office or
workspace and asks if you can share the recipe of the cookies you left in the break
room. You thank them for liking your treat and write down the recipe. You chat
with them about some baking tips for about 15 minutes before you are able to
return to your original task. (95%)
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Appendix D - Pre-Existing Measures

Stressor Appraisal Scale.
Instructions: Please answer the following questions about the scenario you just read to the best
of your ability, using the scale provided.
Response Scale: Seven-point Likert scale, adapted for each item (i.e., 1 “not at all threatening” to
7 “extremely threatening”)
Items:
Primary appraisal
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

How threatening do you expect the interruption event to be?
How demanding do you think the interruption will be?
How stressful do you expect the upcoming interruption to be?
To what extent do you think you will need to exert yourself to deal with this event?
How much effort (mental or physical) do you think the situation will require you to
expend?
6. How important is it for you to respond well on this interruption?
7. How uncertain are you about what will happen during this interruption?
Secondary appraisal
1. How well do you think you can manage the demands imposed on you by the
interruption?
2. How able are you to cope with this event?
3. How well do you think you will respond to this interruption?
Energy.
Instructions: Please think about your perceived energy levels after dealing with this interruption
and estimate what your energy would look like compared to a fuel tank. Would this scenario "fill
the tank" or "empty the tank" for the following types of energy?
Response Scale: 1 (completely empty the tank) to 5 (completely fill the tank), with a neutral
point 3 (stay the same).
Items:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is your level of physical energy?
What is your level of cognitive (mental) energy?
What is your level of emotional energy?
What is your level of social energy?

75

Instrument for Stress-Oriented Task Analysis
Instructions: If your work has been affected due to COVID-19, please think back to a typical
time period shortly before the pandemic. Please answer the following questions to the best of
your ability using the scale provided.
Response Scale:1 (never) to 5 (very often)
Items:
1. In a typical work week, how often is your work interrupted by your colleagues?
2. In a typical work week, how often is your work interrupted by your supervisor (e.g., by
questions)?
3. In a typical work week, how often is your work interrupted because something important
comes up?
Time Management Behavior.
Instructions: This scale lists different behaviors associated with various time management
behaviors. Please indicate the frequency you exhibit each of the following behaviors using the
scale provided.
Response Scale: 1 (seldom) to 5 (very often)
Items:
1. Feels in control of time
2. Reviews activities
3. Breaks down tasks
4. Sets short-term goals
5. Sets deadlines
6. Increases task efficiency
7. Sets priorities
8. Reviews goals
9. Completes priority tasks
10. Schedules time daily
Competitive Psychological Climate.
Instructions: Please indicate how well the following statements characterize your work
environment using the scale provided.
Response Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)
Items:
1. My manager frequently compares my results with those of my peers.
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2. The amount of recognition you get in this company depends on how your performance
ranks compared to other people.
3. Everybody is concerned with finishing at the top of the performance rankings.
4. My coworkers frequently compare their results with mine.
Cooperative Climate.
Instructions: Please indicate how well the following statements characterize your work
environment using the scale provided.
Response Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)
Items:
1. It is important for us to maintain harmony within the team.
2. (R) There is little collaboration among team members, tasks are/were individually
delineated
3. There is a high level of cooperation between team members
4. People are willing to sacrifice their self-interest for the benefit of the team
5. There is a high level of sharing between team members.
BFI-10.
Instructions: How well do the following statements describe your personality?
Response Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)
Items:
I see myself as someone who…
1. … is reserved.
2. ...is generally trusting.
3. ...tends to be lazy.
4. ...is relaxed, handles stress well.
5. … has few artistic interests.
6. … is outgoing, sociable.
7. … tends to find fault with others.
8. … does a thorough job.
9. … gets nervous easily.
10. … has an attractive imagination

77

PANAS.
Instructions: This scale consists of a number of words and phrases that describe different
feelings and emotions. Read each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to
that word. Indicate to what extent you have felt this way during the past few weeks.
Response Scale: Use the following scale to record your answers: 1 (very slightly or not at all), 2
(a little), 3 (moderately), 4 (quite a bit), 5 (extremely)
Items:
Negative Affect (10)
1. Afraid
2. Scared
3. Nervous
4. Jittery
5. Irritable
6. Hostile
7. Guilty
8. Ashamed
9. Upset
10. Distressed
Positive Affect (10)
1. Active
2. Alert
3. Attentive
4. Determined
5. Enthusiastic
6. Excited
7. Inspired
8. Interested
9. Proud
10. Strong
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